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The Blindness of an Invisible Man: An exploration of Ellison’s 
female characters   
 
MADISON ELKINS  
Advisor: Dr. Kelly Battles  
 
English, Maryville College
Questions have long been raised about the female characters in Invisible Man who often 
appear to be objectified or stereotyped. Especially in light of Ellison’s professed opinions 
against the dangers of stereotyping as minority oppression, the depiction of his female 
characters seems to be fundamentally hypocritical. It is the dominant critical opinion 
among feminist scholars that Ellison’s treatment of female characters is not only hopelessly 
misogynistic, but, more importantly, undermines the telos of the novel and enervates its 
social claims. While it is a valid exercise to analyze Ellison’s female characters in this way, 
this opinion fails in two critical ways to assess the novel on its own terms. The invisible 
man’s misogynistic attitude is not a male-centric novel’s myopic flaw, but ultimately a device, 
a mechanism employed by Ellison to develop the protagonist and to brilliantly, if painfully, 














that	she	cannot	possess	even	her	own	body.	 	Masked	and	hollow,	 the	battle	 royal	woman	 is	
invisible	 to	 the	men	 for	whom	she	dances,	her	 sexuality	engendering	 feelings	of	desire	and	
murder	alike.	



















Dominant Critical Opinion: Invisible Women
The	 dominant	 critical	 opinion	 regarding	 Invisible Man’s	 female	 cast	 can	 be	 outlined	





of	Women	in	Invisible Man	and	The Salt Eaters,”	posits	the	question:	“What	happens	to	‘the	








argues	 that	 the	narrator’s	blindness	 to	women	undermines	 the	 sanctity	and	 the	effectiveness	
of	Ellison’s	 purpose.	Sylvander	may,	 ostensibly,	 have	 a	 point.	 If	we	 consider	Ellison’s	 own	
words	in	his	analysis	of	stereotyping,	 it	may	appear	 that	“his	woman	characters,”	at	 least	as	
they	are	cast	in	the	eyes	of	the	protagonist,	“are	not	fully	human”	(Sylvander	77).		In	Shadow 
and Act,	 Ellison	 refers	 to	Richard	Wright’s	 critics,	 recognizing	 the	 dehumanization	 process	
which	stereotyping	can	 represent:	 	 “They	 forget	 that	human	 life	possesses	an	 innate	dignity	
and	the	[human	being]	an	innate	sense	of	nobility,	that	all	men	possess	the	tendency	to	dream	
and	the	compulsion	to	make	their	dreams	reality”	(Shadow 81).		If	we	apply	these	sensibilities	
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this	stereotypical	practice	and	claims	it	is	an	even	more	potent	danger	in	the	written	form,	it	







guilty	of	the	same	stereotyping	and	effacement	that	his	works,	both	Invisible Man and	Shadow 
and Act,	denounce;	but	this	is	a	hasty,	reactionary	criticism.	Sylvander,	Stanford,	and	critics	like	
them	fail	to	assess	the	novel	on	its	own	terms.
In Defense of Ellison
It	must	first	be	acknowledged	that	the	“narrator”	is	not	synonymous	with	the	“author”	
these	critics	accuse.	It	is	commonly	understood	that	the	two	can,	and	often	do,	enact	different	
































engrossed	 in	disentangling	Ellison	from	the	narrator.	 	 It	 is,	moreover,	a	 far	more	productive	
critical	analysis	when	one	regards	the	invisible	man’s	misogynistic	attitude	as	a	device,	employed	
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by	Ellison	 to	further	 the	 theme	of	 invisibility.	 It	 is	 in	 this	possibility	 that	 the	significance	of	







Ellison’s	own	warning	 that	 the	 rind	 is	not	 the	heart	 can	guide	us	 in	our	 examination	
of	 the	stereotyped	exteriors	of	his	 female	characters.	 	At	 face	value,	 it	may	seem	that	many	
of	the	women	of	Invisible Man appear	to	be	stereotyped;	and,	indeed,	the	narrator’s	voice	is	
unforgiving.	 	But	 there	 is	one	whose	 textual	portrayal	provides	a	compelling	example	of	an	
autonomous	 woman.	 Superficially,	Mary	 Rambo	may	 seem	 to	 be	 a	 cartooned	 version	 of	 a	
“mammy”	stereotype,	but	serves	a	designated	purpose	as	a	meaningful	character	who	challenges	






 A Case Study: Mary Rambo
 Mary	Rambo,	a	mother-figure	in	the	novel,	serves	as	an	example	of	a	character	who,	







or	stereotypical	 representations	of	women.	 	A	close	examination	of	 the	published	Mary	will	
confirm	that,	even	in	her	pared-down	portrayal,	she	is	nonetheless	a	meaningful	force	in	the	
novel.	 	 Far	 from	 being	 a	 saint-like	Aunt	 Jemima,	Mary	 represents	 an	 autonomous	 woman	
who	not	only	 thinks	for	herself	but	 is	a	significant	catalyst	for	 the	narrator’s	action.	Despite	










sexless	“large	dark	woman”	with	a	husky	voice	and	motherly	disposition.	 	 In	 the	published	
version	 of	 Invisible Man,	 Mary	 Rambo	 is	 often	 viewed	 by	 discerning	 critics	 as	 a	 rather	
featureless	maternal	prototype,	a	stereotyped	woman	who	is	but	a	symptom	of	a	larger	problem:	
Ellison’s	 inability,	or	unwillingness,	 to	 recognize	human	worth	 in	a	 female	character.	She	 is	
“Mary,	mother	of	God,	sanctified	as	receiver	of	Male-God	conception;	Mary,	mother	without	
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sexuality,	sanctified	because	it	is	impossible	that	sinless	Son	be	born	of	woman	with	sin;	Mary	











Mary	Rambo	 is	 a	manifestation	of	Alice	Walker’s	 “saint-women,”	African	American	
mothers	 and	grandmothers	who,	 “instead	of	 being	perceived	 as	whole	persons	 […]	became	
shrines”	 in	 their	 communities	 (233).	 Trudier	 Harris	 examines	 these	 characteristics	 of	 the	
stereotypical	 black	 woman	 of	 literature,	 arguing	 that	 her	 strength,	 in	 essence	 a	 disease,	
becomes	her	defining	and	ultimately	effacing	characteristic.	“Against	the	backdrop	of	unwritten	

















the	explosion	at	 the	Liberty	Paint	Factory.	 	Mary	Rambo,	who	 in	 this	narrative	 is	 in	charge	
of	cleaning	 the	hospital	ward,	descends	upon	the	protagonist	as	a	heroine,	 reviving	him	and	
helping	 him	 escape	 to	Harlem.	Mary’s	 character	 is	 afforded	much	more	 development,	 and,	








Mary	 attempts	 to	 understand	 the	 reason	 behind	 his	 confinement	 in	 the	 hospital,	 and,	
once	satisfied	he	is	not	a	criminal,	she	frees	him	by	prying	off	the	machine’s	heavy	glass	lid.	
She	is	shown	to	be	a	strong,	willful	woman.		She	distrusts	the	narrator,	and	he	must	gain	her	






autonomous	human	beings.	The	narrator	escapes	 the	hospital,	and	 it	 is	only	 through	Mary’s	
fearless	determination	that	the	narrator	succeeds.		
	 In	 this	 narrative,	Mary	 is	 a	 physically	 strong	woman,	 a	 healer	 and	 rescuer	 of	 the	
narrator	 in	 distress.	 She	 is	 given	 a	 history,	 an	 intelligent	mother	who	 “useta	 sing	 alto”	 and	












angelic	caregiver,	but	 rather	was	 forced	by	spatial	 constrains	 to	minimize	 the	 space	allotted	
to	her	character	development.	 	The	argument	that	Ellison’s	 treatment	of	female	characters	 is	
characterized	by	his	stereotypification	of	them	therefore	loses	some	of	its	indignant	grit.		
	 More	importantly,	however,	it	remains	that	the	published	Mary	Rambo	is	not	entirely	
























Brotherhood	and	Dr.	Bledsoe	fail	 to	see	 the	narrator.	His	 internalization	of	 the	white-centric	
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The Narrator’s Blindness: A Conclusion
 Blindness	constitutes	a	major	motif	in	Invisible Man,	both	as	a	literal	handicap	and	












man	of	contradiction	and	complexity.	 	Caught	 in	 the	miasma	of	a	Caucasian	patriarchy,	 the	
invisible	man	 is	not	only	 ill	equipped	 to	 resist	 it,	but	he	contributes	 to	 its	perpetuation.	The	
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